To love what is mortal 


Author: utby 


Bands: Metallica 

Characters: James Hetfield, Lars Ulrich, Kirk Hammett, Jason Newsted 
Relationships: N/A 

Rating: Non-Adult 

Genre: [Ger] 


Updated: Thu Nov I7 2022 11:39:48 GMT-0500 (Eastern Standard Time) 


Author's Notes: 

A recent loss kind of sent me into a spiral of musical regression and all of a sudden | found myself listening to 
Master of Puppets on repeat and writing fanfic for the first time in more than a decade. Imagine my delight 
when | realized Rockfic was still around! 


you must be able 
fo do three things: 
to love what is mortal: 


to hold it 


against your bones knowing 

your own life depends on if; 

and, when the time comes to let it go, 
fo let it go. 


"In Blackwater Woods", by Mary Oliver 


* * * 


It starts with a thud from the room next door, cracking through the thin night air like a whip. His nerves 


tense up like guitar strings, a low vibration running from every inch of his skin 


Kirk stares at the wall, waiting for something he can't put his finger on. But it remains solid and silent. The 
only sound is a low snoring behind him. Jason, who went out like a light as soon as they'd stumbled back to 
their room with the narrow beds and the bare window looking out over a mostly empty parking lot at the edge 


of a harbor in another European city that blends in with the rest. 


He's been sitting on the bed, legs pulled up himself, staring out at the nothingness. It's snowing. Fat, grey flecks 
trickling down lazily in the pale yellow light from the street lamps outside. 


Kirk remembers the snow in ITb. His mother had woken him and his siblings up in the twilight hours, pulled out 
their heaviest coats and ushered them into the street to marvel at the white landscape while his father still 
slept. 


Everything had been silent, as if a heavy blanket had enveloped the city. Tilting his head up, Kirk thought the 
snow flakes looked like a million stars crashing against the earth in slow motion A few days later, the streets 


of San Francisco were gray again 


He told Cliff that story one late night and Cliff nodded, smoke seeping out between his lips. He remembered it, 
too, the first snow either of them could recall ever seeing. Kirk liked the thought of staring up at the same 
sky in the same city as Cliff, years before they met. 


Its been four months now. Has it? It's February, the middle of February, or so he thinks at least. The days slip 


past him like a solo that falls right out of his fingers and is over before he knows it. 


There was the month after the crash, black days he drowned with vodka and his first proper taste of cocaine. 
He vaguely remembers Jan's hand on his on a kitchen table, skin dry and eyes wet. Somewhere in there was 
the funeral. There's a picture in his mind of Lars forcing a tie over James's head, wrestling with his wild mane 


of hair, before they got out of the taxi. Him and Lars and James standing side by side right behind Cliffs 


family. He remembers raising a beer afterwards with Ray. 


Then Jason was there. A couple of shows in California, the week in Japan. He spent Christmas in his old 
bedroom back at his mom's place, watching horror movies and leaving the blinds closed. And then back on the 


road again. It all bleeds together like spilled ink. 


He hasn't slept for more than half an hour at a time since they got to Poland. Three nights of waking up 
wrapped in sweaty sheets and trying not to think too hard about the fact that his throat is aching. Three 
mornings of downing coffee in hotel lobbies and climbing into the bus and driving for however many hours to 


the next town. 


And then they were back in Sweden and all he could do was tape down his right hand tight, try to survive 
soundcheck, hide his face behind his hair and let the music wrap around him like a protective blanket as he 


flubbed his way through riffs and solos. 


By now, the heavy bags under his eyes feel like a permanent fixture, just as much a part of his face as his 
crooked teeth. He stretches his arms, runs the fingers on his left hand in a scale pattern like a reflex and 


feels the joints strain 


There should be a before and an after and in a way there is. Sometimes the before seems more real, like they 


all died their own small deaths on that bus. 


The dreams he remembers are of the before, the two of them sharing a joint outside of the studio and then 
they're on a stage and then on the floor of a hotel room and all he hears is Cliff's slow voice as he tells Kirk 
that there's power in the truth, over and over and over. And then he wakes up and spends his days in the 
after, on stages and planes and buses without Cliff. 


But mostly he remembers the night that it happened. Cold air, pale morning light, everyone screaming except 
for Cliff. 


Kirk rubs his eyes, hard, flecks of dark red blooming on the insides of his eyelids. 

This is the thing he has come to hate about grief. One stray thought out of line and then it's like a freight 
train loaded with memories comes crashing right through his brain and leaves nothing but the image of a pair 
of skinny legs sticking out from under a bus. 

* * * 


"What the fuck do you think you're doing?" 


The crowd is still roaring not twenty feet away but the angry snarl slices easily through the noise like an oar 
through water, a knife through skin. 


Its just two more steps and Kirk can reach the door to the dressing room. Could he get away with pretending 


he didn't hear? 


The thought has barely come and gone and there's a hand on his arm, spinning him around. A mess of yellow 


hair and furious eyes above him. 
"Hey." 


A scream would have been less menacing than James's growl. Kirk tries to shape his face into something 


neutral, a blank expression, but it doesn't feel convincing with that hand still digging deep into his bicep. 


"Sorry, what?" 

Blue eyes narrow, boring right thorough him. 

| said what the fuck do you think you're doing?" 

He catches a glimpse of Lars coming backstage, wild-eyed and shirtless with a drenched towel over his neck. 
"James, knock it off", he pants as he passes them. 

Kirk feels James's fingers shift slightly on his arm. 

"He played like a fucking pussy again tonight.” 

"Whatever. At least let us get some beers before you start your shit", Lars calls back 


But James says nothing as he stomps through the door, heading straight for the table overloaded with beer 
and whisky. 


Kirk ducks into a corner and undresses slowly, not looking at James or Lars but every nerve of his body 


listening intently. When nothing happens, he grabs his towel and passes Jason as he comes out of the shower. 
He's vaguely aware of the way the room explodes when he leaves it but the sharp smattering of water 
against tile mostly drowns out the voices as Lars and James erupt. He cranks up the heat as high as it will go 
and shoves his head under the stream. The walls melt away around him. 

Words drift in from behind him as he lathers his hands, disconnected snippets. 

Fuck up. Dave. Fucking dropped Mistake. Shut up. 

Kirk drags soapy hands over his neck, his ears, down across his chest, scratching at his thighs with bitten 
fingernails. It doesn't seem like enough to get the dirt off. He tilts his face up and the water burns the back of 
his eyelids. 


The shower next to his turns on. Lars, scoffing and fiddling with the knobs, rolling his eyes upwards as he tries 
to find the right temperature. He shoots Kirk a quick look. There's deep, purple circles under his eyes. 


"Easy there, you're gonna burn your skin off", he snorts. 


Kirk wants to tell him to mind his own business but there's barely enough energy to think, much less to argue. 
And there's something that looks like an apology in Lars's eyes. 


"Okay," Kirk says instead and turns to the water off. 


Jason is sitting on the floor, clothed but still toweling his damp hair, deep creases in his forehead He looks up 


and gives a sharp nod, the hint of a smile at the corners of his mouth. 

James is sitting across the room on a bench, head tilted back against the wall and eyes closed. His hair is 
pasted to the sides of his face, glistening with sweat that has barely started to dry. An open beer can rests 
in his hands between his thighs. Kirk pulls the towel tight around his waist and pads over to the other end of 
the room, as soft and silent as he can. 

He gets his boxers on and pulls his jeans up his legs, shallow breath still caught in his throat, when it starts. 
"What the fuck is wrong with you?" 

His hands freeze over the zipper. A second passes, then another. 

"lm fucking talking to you, Hammett." 

Kirk draws a sharp breath and pulls his shoulders back as he turns around, straighten up to his full height. 
But the effect of trying to meet James at his level is ruined by the fact that he can't make his eyes leave 
the floor. 

"| know, | fucked up. I'm sorry.” 

James snorts and there's a tinny rustling as he throws his empty can, misses the trash and hits the wall. 


"| don't want you to be sorry, | want you to have the balls to look at me." 


Kirk's eyes dart up, as if his body is hardwired to James's every word. James is still resting his head against 
the wall behind him but his eyes are open now and it's like electric currents flashing. The glare pins Kirk's 


heart at the top of his throat. 

He catches sight of Jason out of the corner of his eye. He's still sitting on the floor but the smile is gone. His 
eyes are peeled to the wall between them as if he's lost to the world but Kirk knows he's registering every 
word, every shift in the atmosphere. 

James reaches over for a new beer from the six pack resting at his feet. 

"You flubbed that fucking transition again. You gonna shape up or you gonna pack it in?", he drawls. 


Kirk blinks slowly. 


‘lm sorry, |-" 


He's cut off by a full beer can colliding with the wall right behind his left shoulder, shattering and sending 
sickly liquid flying all over his back. 


| said | don't want you to be sorry!" 

Everything and nothing happens at once. Jason's on his feet, stony face and clenched fists. Lars comes crashing 
out of the shower, eyes darting around. Someone throws the door open, the commotion from the hallway 
spilling into the room. There are voices again, screaming. It's hard to make out the words with the thunder of 
Kirk's own heartbeat in his ears but Lars's high pitch cuts through. 

"- the fuck, James, you've gotta get a fucking grip!" 

‘Im sick of carrying his dead weight", James shouts back. 


"| don't fucking care!" Lars bellows. 


Kirk stares at James's hands, watches him pop the tab of a new beer, a pale shadow of the crack that just 


erupted next to his own ear. 

"Did you forget how to play or have you always been this bad and we were just too drunk to notice?" 

Lars snorts. 

"Come on, James, when's the last time you were sober? Plus we all played pretty fucking great tonight", he 
says, shrugging it off and waving his hands dismissively at whoever is standing in the door, but there's a pair 
of deep lines running vertically between his eyebrows. 

James rolls his eyes and stands up, pulls his t-shirt off, starts working on the buttons of his pants. Kirk turns 
around and grabs his own shirt. He pretends that there isn't the whisper of a tremble in his arms as they 


slide the fabric over his head. 


He can feel James making his way across the room, the electricity still hovering between their bodies, and 


then Kirk hears his voice again. 
"You know, there's a not a show where | don't wish you'd drawn Cliffs card” 


And then he steps into the shower and Kirk steps into his shoes, grabs his jacket, tries not to run as he heads 
for the door and slams it behind him. He's halfway down the hall before he hears Jason yelling for him to wait 


up. 


* * * 


Later at the bar, Jason leans in close with a sympathetic look that makes Kirk want to punch him. 


"| don't know why you let him walk all over you like that." 


There's enough noise in the room that he can pretend he doesn't hear anything over the shouts of the guy 
next to them trying to order another round. He downs most of what's left of his beer instead. 


"You gotta stand up for yourself, man," Jason tries again. 
Kirk puts down the glass, a little too hard. 


Its a small place, dark and full of enough corners that he can easily blend into the background. The PA system 
is shitty but at least it's playing Sabbath. Every once in a while there's drunken singing loud enough to drown 

out the speakers. There's a group of pretty girls thrashing around at the other end of the room that he can 

rest his eyes on, shrieking and flailing their arms as they dance. 


By the time the others showed up, two shots of Jagermeister were already warming Kirk's belly and numbing 
him to the throng of sweaty bodies pressing against each other. He had spotted Lars shaking the hand of a tall 
man he didn't recognize as he ordered his first beer. Now they're sitting a few tables over, talking with their 
heads bowed together. He hasn't seen James but the singer has to be around here somewhere, hand firmly 


glued to a bottle. 


Kirk turns back towards the bar and swallows the rest of his beer. Waves at the bartender, a gruff guy with 


a goatee who doesn't seem to speak a lick of English, for another. 

Jason is still staring at him. 

"l'm serious, we can't keep going like this", he tries again. 

‘Its not that simple", Kirk responds flatly, trying to put a fat period to the conversation 

Jason makes a face into his beer, at least pretending to drop it for the moment. 

He can't really fault Jason. Jason's a sweet kid, who's put up with his fair share of the anger that seeps from 
James and bounces off of the rest of them. A few weeks back, they trashed his hotel room in New York. Kirk 
remembers the shock in Jason's eyes, remembers that he should have felt bad then but he didn't feel much 
of anything and Lars and James wanted to put the new guy in his place. 

Jason knows anger. But he wasn't here in the before and he doesn't know why Kirk wouldn't push back, even if 
he could. He doesn’t know the old James, all goofy grins and surprising softness that he tried to bottle up as 


best he could but that would always find ways to seep through the cracks of his tough guy act. 


If he really wanted to hurt Jason, Kirk could He could tell Jason that he's good but his flow is too technical, 
lacks the soul that Cliff could pump into every furious riff without missing a beat and Kirk doesn't think he'll 


ever play the same way that he used to. He could tell him that the reason he keeps fucking up is that 
whenever he looks past James on stage and sees Jason instead of Cliff his fingers freeze just like his heart. 


Someone bumps into Kirk's back. Before his brain can catch up to his body, he's flattened against the bar, 


trying to put as much air between himself and the rest of the room as possible. Ice blossoms along his spine. 


A girl, laughing, says something in a language Kirk can't understand but it sounds like an apology. He turns his 
face and gives the approximation of a smile. It feels more like a scowl. He can never make his face do what he 
wants these days. 


Jason jumps in and takes the reins. The girl, one of the many pretty blondes that crowd this city, instantly 
turns to him with glittering eyes. Kirk reaches for his beer. 


" just got off an hour ago, blowing off some steam, you know", he hears Jason say and he sounds like Lars, like 


the fake humble voice Lars uses when he's picking up girls. 


Lars always was the sweet talker. Kirk can usually rely on his boyish looks whenever he feels like picking 
someone up but Lars makes it into a sport, forgoing the easy wins and training his eye on the most difficult 
target in sight. 


Cliff used to egg him on and Lars's sense of pride and general spite against the world would rise to the 
occasion every time. The night Kirk joined the band, Cliff pointed out a girl who must have been close to 6 feet, 
a fucking Valkyrie of a woman, and sent Lars scurrying off. He tapped Kirk's rib with one of his sharp elbows, 
a sly smile and a joint hanging out of the side of his mouth. Watch this, kid, it's gonna be hilarious. 


They doubled over laughing when Lars tried to get her to sit on his lap and that was the first time Kirk knew 


for sure that everything would work out. 


He glances over his should now, trying to catch sight on the drummer again but all he sees is the ugly grin of 


a Misfits skeleton staring back. Kirk doesn't need to raise his eyes to know who's towering above him. 
James presses his side into Kirk's arm as he leans forward trying to get the bartender's attention. His 
shoulder blades tense on their own accord but James doesn't seem to notice or care. His breath reeks of 
alcohol when he orders, enough to rise above the general stench in the room. 


"What are you fuckers up to?" 


James has definitely been drinking but that's true most days. The vowels stumble out of his mouth like 
they're being dragged through mud. Kirk stares down into his beer again. 


"Just hanging out," Jason pipes in, a little too eager as if to make up for freezing in the dressing room earlier. 


There's no explosion this time, the alcohol has kicked in properly and sanded down the rough edges. They drink 
in silence for a while, or James drinks and Jason keeps chatting with the girl and Kirk stares at the bottles 


behind the bar. 


It wasn't like this back home, was it? The three of them drifted together between Cliff's house, James and 
Lars's place, the bars where the regulars would give them sympathetic looks but keep their distance. Lars 
always wide-eyed, looking around every corner, James with a bottle of whisky in his hands more often than 
not and Kirk with his head down. But they walked together, and when James got too drunk to manage Kirk and 


Lars would grab his arms and keep stumbling forward together. 


They didn't talk much but when they did it was about how they had to keep going. Mostly Lars, with James 
nodding. Kirk was never much of a talker and now, in the after, he rarely sees the point. Life keeps going on 
around him anyway. He keeps his mouth shut and his hands on his guitar and that has to be enough. 


He feels a sudden flash of hot anger then, burning at the insides of his wrists. Kirk is good at keeping his head 
down, always has been. He's spent his whole life making himself small enough to slip past whoever would see a 
scrawny, geeky kid as an easy target. If there was an Olympic medal for shutting up and fading into the 
background Kirk Hammett would be at the top of the prize podium every time. 

He knows that's why he's here. Thats the unspoken deal they made when he joined and he's held up his end of 
the bargain. Lars and James could keep fighting over the steering wheel and Kirk och Cliff would just tag along 
for the ride. But then Cliff had to go and die and leave Kirk alone with the task of balancing James's and Lars's 
swollen egos. And now here he is, curling in on himself every time James moves. 

There's a bitter taste on his tongue. 

"| gotta take a leak", Kirk declares and pushes himself off the bar stool. 


Jason's still talking to the blonde and James doesn't seem to register, already waving for another beer. 


Kirk pushes past a group of men arguing loudly, ducks the outstretched arms of dancing girls, flinches as one 
of them brushes his neck. He taps Lars on the shoulder as he passes his table. 


"You good?" 

Lars snaps his head up, with that glare that manages to be both confused and focused at the same time. 
"Kirk! Yeah, man, we were just saying how good it's gonna be to get out of here." 

He tries to listen as Lars introduces the man, some friend of a friend from way back home, he knows a good 


afterparty, the bar is closing soon because this is a socialist shit hole and Lars is glad that they're leaving 
Scandinavia because who the fuck hates fun that much? 


Kirk can't follow the words properly. He seems to do a good enough job at acting out the motions, making the 
right faces, because soon the two men are bowing their heads close together again and Kirk can slip away 
unnoticed. 

The door to the restroom slams shut behind him and he leans against it, closing his eyes. He can feel the beat 
of the music through the wood pushing up against his back, a steady pulse, and tries to match its tempo with 


his breath. Its a short moment's reprieve before the stench of the bathroom fills his nostrils with full force. 


At least its mercifully empty. Back home he would have stumbled over someone doing lines off of whatever 
surface they could find, probably would have offered him a bump too. 


He misses San Francisco then, misses the freaks and the streets and the dark clubs they've wasted so many 
nights in together. This city is damp the way home is, chilly and foggy. Maybe that's why he has to get out of 
here, having something so close to the thing you really want hurts more than having nothing. 

Of course that isn't why. He knows that isn't why. 

The faucet creaks when he turns it, cranking it up as far as it will go and shoves his hands under the water. 
It heats up slowly and there's no soap but the warmth, going from lukewarm to scalding, steadies him for a 
bit. 


The door swings open and through the mirror, Kirk sees James step in, hair falling heavy over his face. 


There's a second of silence. Kirk knows he should keep his mouth shut but he's tired, sick and fucking tired. 


The anger is still burning in his wrists, a pleasant slicing sensation he hasn't felt in forever. 
"What do you want, James?" 


He's surprised at the sharp edge in his own voice and James must be too because he opens his mouth and 
closes it again without a word. Kirk turns the water off and reaches for the roll of toilet paper balancing on 


the edge of the sink. 


He meets James's eyes again through the mirror but they betray nothing of what simmers under the 


surface. 
"| know I've been fucking up. I'm gonna fix it" 
James still isn't speaking, he just hiccups and sways slightly. 


"What the fuck is your probleme", Kirk snaps and it seems to pull James back to reality because he takes two 


strides and presses Kirk up against the sink, reaches out and wraps one large hand around his throat. 


"You're my fucking problem’, James hisses, forehead hovering just inches from Kirk's. 


Kirk can feel his own pulse against James's thick fingers, wrapped tight enough to scratch at the side of his 
neck. He's bent backwards so far that the top of his head touches the mirror, cold steel against the small of 
his back. He can feel his body shrink, his arms go slack against the sink as if the anger has evaporated 


through his skin. 


He thinks that if he should ever be afraid, it's now, in a dark room with nothing but James's white-hot rage. 
Just a little more pressure and James could strangle him right here. But Kirk is fucking tired, his head feels 
like a raw skull covered in nothing but sagging skin. When he stares back at James it's like he can see right 
through him, like James's face is an open window. 


"You could kill me but it won't bring him back", Kirk spits through the fingers pressing against his throat. 


James drops his hand like he's burned it and steps back in one shaky motion, pushing the hair back from his 


scarred cheeks. 


"Fuck," he swears but his voice is like a deflated balloon and the word stumbles out in a breath that sounds 
like he's been holding it for months. 


He's still standing there like a statue when Kirk pushes past him, a hand drifting up to his neck to let fingers 
sweep over the ghosts of the pressure points James left behind. 


* * * 


Something hits the door. There's a noise like thunder. Then a stream of muffled thuds, a slow beat in 


quadruple time. 


Kirk shoots an eye over his shoulder. The blanket covering Jason is still heaving up and down in a steady 


rhythm. 


He turns back towards the window and closes his eyes for a moment. He could just stay like this, body glued 
to the bed, and disappear. Whatever happens in these early morning hours always stays there, after all. He 


could fall back into the silence. 


But Kirk takes a breath and untangles his legs, plants his feet on the floor. Another breath and then he's 
standing on shaky legs, reaching for a sweater discarded on a chair. It's about two sizes too big, falls right 
above his knees as he pulls it over his head. He fumbles around for a moment before he finds his glasses 


where he knocked them to the floor. 


Jason lets out a soft snore as Kirk passes the bed. Whatever booze he managed to get down before he was 


chasing Kirk out of the bar has him out like a light. 


He opens a crack in the door to peer out but it's strangely heavy. The hallway seems empty until he lowers 
his eyes and spots a pair of long legs in dark denim sprawled out on the floor. 


James grunts and slumps forward, enough so that Kirk can widen the crack and slip out, closing the door 


before James falls back against it again. 


At first Kirk thinks he might have passed out waiting. James's eyes are closed, his arms spread out on each 


side of his body. But then he speaks. 

"You're not sleeping” 

Kirk shakes his head at first, then catches himself 

"No", he says out loud. "No, | don't think | will until we're out of here 


James nods, a hum caught in his throat. Then he flats his palms against the floor, takes a deep breath, pushes 
himself back onto his feet. Kirk watches his hair fall forward over his face again and then James is off down 


the winding hallways, stumbling and swinging from side to side. 


Kirk knows this dance by now, the strange twilight choreography that they've been locked in since they got 


back on the road. He crosses his arms over his chest, grabbing at his elbows, and follows. 


The snow is really coming down when they step out onto a barely lit street, swirling in circles and hitting their 
faces. James turns from one side to the other as if he's looking for something before setting off into the 
darkness. Kirk follows, kicking at the snow that's blanketing the sidewalk with each step. 


They reach the end of the harbor and James comes to an abrupt stop. Kirk reaches him just in time to grab 
his arm as James stumbles down to his knees, a little too close to the darkness where the dock gives way to 


the river. 


He helps James awkwardly swing his legs around to dangle over the edge before sitting down next to him, 
crossing his arms and tucking his hands under them to shield his fingers from the cold. The dark water moves 


slowly beneath their feet, like a beast stirring. 


"I keep looking for him everywhere, man. | don't know what happened", James slurs and it's like Kirk is sucked 


into a wormhole, thrown back to that day first day in the after. 


The two of them hanging out of the window of lan's hotel room, calling Cliff's name, someone holding onto them 
to keep them from falling out. And then James pacing back and forth on the street, screaming for Cliff. It took 
Kirk and lan pulling him back and their tour manager talking a mile a minute to the cops to keep James out of 


a jail cell that night. 


It seems to Kirk that James is stuck in the same night over and over and all Kirk can do is keep dancing with 


him until something breaks. 


James lurches suddenly and without thinking Kirk grabs him around the shoulders, afraid that he will fall into 
the dark waters beneath them. Instead, James leans into his side, the mass of his body making Kirk's shoulder 
slump down from the weight of him. 


It's like that ride in the back of the police car, the driver turning and twisting down winding forest roads 
towards Denmark and whatever future they had left. James had been heavy then too, from booze and the 
medication he'd been given at the hospital to stop his anger and confusion from spiraling out of control, and he 
had been splayed out across the back seat with his head halfway down Kirk's chest and his feet resting across 


Lars's knees. 


The world outside was an abstract wall of green and brown and black, the colors swirling together until Kirk 
saw nothing. He remembers the gash on his left arm rubbing against the cold car door, the same wound a 


nurse with soft eyes and careful hands had cleaned up and wrapped as she inspected his bruises. 


In a year, she had said, you'll become so tired you might not be able to get out of bed. You won't know why 
but it's this, coming back again. 


A year had seemed like an abstract concept then and now he realizes, with something resembling guilt pounding 
at the pit of his stomach, that they're almost halfway through it. Maybe she was just wrong about the 


timing. They were never ones to sit around and wait for life to happen. 


Kirk leans back and stares up at the sky, eyes flickering between the gray speckles raining down over him, 
small stars crashing into the earth. James is breathing in deep heaving sighs that shake Kirk's entire body. 


He can feel the weight of the alcohol and the late hour on his thoughts. They'll be on a plane tomorrow, hours 
and hours locked into a metal tube with Jason pressed up against him while Lars and James sleep off their 
hangovers on the other side of the aisle. 


Kirk has been longing for home ever since they left but now he pictures Lars and James packing their bags 
into the back of a taxi and speeding off to their place in El Cerrito, back to writing and playing and trying the 
best they can to move forward while Kirk goes back to his mother's place to lie in bed behind closed blinds 


again. 


Lars and James will always have each other, whatever the world throws at them. The thought opens up a void 


in Kirk's stomach. 
"He was my best friend and | have nothing now", he says, the words spilling out before he can catch them. 


James presses his face into Kirk's hair but it can't plug that hole in his stomach. It feels like they've crossed 


into a new land and Kirk doesn't have a map and he doesn't remember how to swallow his words anymore. 


"You know, you're not the only one who wishes that card had been mine", he says like it's nothing, just air 


passing through his lips. 


He feels a hand on his thigh then and looks down through foggy glasses. James's fingers are white from the 


cold. 
"You can't leave us", he whispers, hot breath finding its way through curls to Kirk's ear. 


Kirk says nothing, just looks down at the deep dark underneath his feet. It would be easy, just slip his shoulder 


out from under James and fall into the silence. 
The grip on his thigh tightens. 


"You can't fucking leave me", James whispers again, harder this time. 


Kirk takes a heavy breath and because he can't think of what else to do, he takes James's hand into his and 
lifts it to his lips. His skin feels like ice. 


"| won't", he whispers into James's knuckles and in that moment in the snow it feels like some kind of truth. 


It takes them forever to stumble their way back to the hotel again, James keeping one elbow around Kirk's 
neck for balance and Kirk wrapping both his arms around James's waist to hold him steady. He bangs on the 
door for several minutes before the night clerk finally shows up, unlocking it with an annoyed frown but Kirk 


pushes them right past him without a word. 


The door to James's and Lars's room is unlocked. Lars is nowhere to be seen, the sheets on his bed still 


untouched. 


Kirk presses James onto the nearest bed and the singer falls like he's a tree being cut down, stiffly and 
swiftly. He crouches down at the foot of the bed and pulls James's boots off before tugging the covers out 


from under his legs. 
An arm reaches out and grabs his. 


There are no more words. James rolls to his back and Kirk toes off one of his sneakers, then the other, and 


climbs into the bed. James pulls the covers over both of them. 


Kirk stares at the ceiling, blinking, waiting for James's breaths to steady again. His legs ache from the cold, his 
fingers feel like icicles. The only thing that's warm is the stretch of skin along his arm that rests against 
James's. It feels like an anchor of some kind, holding him tethered to the mattress. 


If he closes his eyes he can almost pretend that everything is the way it should be, they're just going to sleep 
after a sweaty gig and a drunken night. The chest rising and falling next to his own doesn't belong to James, 
its Cliff and tomorrow they're going to go home and he and Cliff will walk the streets and get lost among the 


bars and there'll be no need to think about black ice and legs under buses and James screaming. 


People told him the grief would come in waves, that it would feel like a tsunami at first and then the ocean 
would calm over time, litte by little. Kirk doesn't know why they would say that. Grief isn't like waves. Grief is 
a freight train. 


